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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR NOTIFYING AN OFFLINE 
GLOBAL COMPUTER NETWORK USER OF AN ONLINE INTERACTION 

BACKGROUND 

Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates generally to global computer networks and, in particular, to 

a system and method for notifying a user, who is not logged onto a global computer network, of 
interactions occurring on the global computer network in which the user could participate. 

Background of the Invention 
[0002^^ Individuals and businesses depend on the Internet for communication. Of the various 

I forms of Intemet conrnmnication, electronic mail ("e-mail") is undoubtedly the most prevalent 
112 form today. Every day, Intemet users send each other billions of emails. In fact, industry 

analysts predict that, by 2005, the average daily volume of emails sent around the world will 
m reach 35 billion. 

[0003p In a traditional e-mail system, when a user sends an e-mail message to a recipient, the e- 

mail message is routed to the e-mail server of the recipient. The e-mail server maintains a file 
for the recipient and appends the e-mail message to this file. The recipient can then check his e- 
mail by accessing this file. If the recipient is online when the user sends the message and has e- 
mail software that provides notification of incoming e-mail messages, then the recipient can 
access the file and retrieve the e-mail message soon after the message is delivered. However, 
often the recipient is not onHne, does not have incoming e-mail notification, or elects not to open 
the e-mail message right away. In these cases, the e-mail message remains in the recipient's file 
indefinitely. 
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[0004] The conventional e-mail systems therefore lack an immediate access to the recipient. In 

contrast to telephone communications, in which a caller knows immediately whether or not he 
has contacted the called party, a sender of e-mail does not know if the recipient has read the e- 
mail until he receives some type of affirmative response. Thus, for Internet users desiring 
instantaneous, confirmed communication with other users, e-mail presents obvious 
disadvantages. 

[0005] Unified messaging services partially address this lack of immediate access. These 

services can monitor a user's e-mail account and notify the user when an e-mail message is 
received. The notification can be through one-way pagers, two-way interactive pagers, facsimile 
'^y transmissions, or automated telephone calls to wireline or wireless telephones. 
5^ UREACH.COM™ is one example of this type of messaging service. Notably, of particular 
III relevance to the present invention, these unified messaging services only provide a user with 
, notification of a received e-mail message, and do not establish an online real-time interaction 
IB between the e-mail recipient and the sender of the e-mail message. 
[OOOfip Recognizing e-mail's drawbacks with respect to immediate contact, service providers 

have developed other communication tools that support instantaneous online communications, 
more akin to telephone conversations. Chat rooms, game sites, and instant messaging services 
are three examples of this type of communication tool, each of which is discussed individually 
below. Each of these tools connects online users with other online users to support real-time 
communication. 

[0007] A chat room is a site on a global computer network (e.g., a web site on the Internet), a 

part of a site, or a part of an online service that enables a group of users to send messages that are 
seen instantaneously by everyone in the chat room. A chat room is generally organized for a 
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community of users sharing a common interest or association. As examples, popular chat rooms 
of AMERICA ONLINE™ include Health Chat, International Chat, Hockey Chat, and 
Computing Chat. 

[0008] To participate in a chat room, a user first registers with the site operating the chat room 

by providing both a user name and password. The user then logs into the chat room. Once 
inside, the site displays to the user a list of people who are currently logged into the chat room. 
The list identifies each person by his or her user name. The site also alerts the users already in 
the chat room when a new person has entered. To enter the discussion, users type a message into 
a text box. The site then inmiediately displays the message in a larger communal message area 
for viewing by the other participants. 
[0009|p In these conventional chat rooms, users must log in and enter a room to determine who is 

II j participating at any given time. Outside of checking individual rooms, a user has no way of 
'i determining when other users are logged into a chat room. Thus, if a user is only interested in 
m entering chat rooms having a large number of participants (who are presumably generating a 
■|^f lively discussion), the user must still take the trouble to enter each site to view the participant 
list. In addition, if a user is interested in chatting with particular users, the user must enter 
random chat rooms looking for those users, without any clue as to which room the particular 
users are in or whether the particular users are online at all. In this respect, a user would prefer 
to receive information concerning chat room activity before having to log in and check the 
participant list. 

[0010] Like chat rooms, game sites require that users be online and logged in before making any 

connection between two players. Thus, if a first player enjoys the competition of another 
particular player, the first player must wait online until he sees the other particular player log in. 
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Or, alternatively, the players must coordinate with each other to meet online at a certain time. 
This coordination can itself involve several messages back and forth, and a sometimes-tedious 
exercise of working out a mutually acceptable time. Instead of this protracted coordination, the 
first player would prefer to contact the other player while the first player is online and receive an 
immediate indication as to whether the other player is available to log on and play a game. 
[0011] As another form of instantaneous online communication, instant messaging is essentially 

a chat room for two people. This service enables a user to easily determine whether another 
particular user, such as a friend or co-worker, is connected to the Internet, and, if that other 
particular user is connected, to exchange messages with him in real-time. Unlike e-mail, instant 
=D messaging provides online real-time discussion because both users are online and receive the 
I ^ instant messages automatically {e.g., in a pop-up window) without having to retrieve them. 
[0012]^ To use instant messaging, both users must be online at the same time and have their 

■ ™ instant messaging software set to accept messages from each other. If a user attempts to send a 
m message to another user who is not online or who is not accepting instant messaging, the instant 
W messaging service retums a notification to the sender indicating that the message transmission 
^ cannot be completed. If both users are online and are accepting messages, then the users remain 
constantly connected to their instant messaging service. Through this constant connection, users 
receive the messages as quickly as the data can travel through the network, thereby avoiding the 
less immediate storage and downloading of data that is associated with e-mail communication. 
[0013] In the operation of an instant messaging service, when a user logs on to the service, the 

instant messaging software on the user's computer reports to the instant messaging server that 
the user is available to receive messages. The server then downloads to the user's computer a list 
of users who are currently online and logged into the instant messaging service. This list, 
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referred to herein as a "buddy list," associates a group of users (Le., buddies) who have agreed to 
accept instant messages from each other. A user creates the buddy list upon registration with the 
instant messaging service and can edit it at any time thereafter. 
[0014] The buddy list indicates which users in the buddy group are online, typically by listing 

the user names of those users in an online section of the display. The names of the remaining 
users are listed in an offline section. The instant messaging service moves the names back and 
forth as the users log on and off. Thus, a user who is online can continually view the online 
status of his associated buddies. 
[0015] Much like chat rooms, instant messaging services require that users be online and logged 

into the instant messaging service at the same time. If a user wants to correspond with a buddy 
I who is not onhne, the user must wait and monitor the buddy list until he sees that the buddy has 
ii] logged on. The user could contact the buddy by some other means, such as e-mail. This 

approach, however, interrupts the user's online session and burdens the user with having to 
HI launch a separate e-mail application, and compose and send a message. Moreover, if the buddy 
IB is not logged into the instant messaging service, then the buddy is probably not online, making 
the sending of an e-mail message pointless. 
[0016] The user may also try to reach the buddy by telephone. However, the user may be 

accessing the Intemet through his only telephone line, requiring the user to terminate his Internet 
session just to place a telephone call to his buddy. In any case, the user must expend additional 
time and possibly money (e,g., long distance telephone charges) trying to reach the buddy by 
telephone. 

[0017] The shortcomings of instant messaging are fiarther apparent when considering a user who 

is the first to log on out of all the users listed on his buddy list. After logging on, this first user 



5 



has no one with whom to exchange messages and no easy way to alert his buddies that he is 
onHne and wanting to correspond. 
[0018] Similarly, if nearly all users of a buddy list are online and are carrying on multiple two- 

way discussions with each other, the remaining users who are offline have no way to know that 
they are missing the opportunity to correspond with everyone. Instant messaging services do not 
provide notification to offline users to bring those users into the online interaction. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0019]^ The present invention is a system and method for notifying an offline global computer 

network user of onHne interactions in which the offline user could participate. The notification 
I ^: that the present invention provides gives the offline user the opportunity to go online and join in 
I [J an interaction that the offline user would have otherwise missed. An offline user can specify 
. particular online interactions for which the user would like to receive notification. Alternatively, 
|B online users can initiate the notification to invite an offline user to join the online interaction. 
[0020JI? According to a representative embodiment, the present invention notifies an offline user 

of an online interaction by specifying notification criteria of the offline user, monitoring 
activities occurring on a global computer network, comparing the activities to the notification 
criteria, and, if the activities satisfy the notification criteria, forwarding an offline 
communication to the offline user. The offline communication notifies the offline user of the 
online interaction in which the offline user could participate. Examples of the online interactions 
include chat rooms, game sites, instant messaging services, auctions, and calls made over the 
global computer network. Examples of the offline communication include calls to a wireline 
telephone, calls to a wireless telephone, messages to a caller identification device, messages to a 



6 



wireless access protocol device, messages to a one-way pager (Le,, a pager that receives but does 
not transmit), and messages to an interactive pager. The offline communication can relate the 
notification criteria, the fact that the notification criteria have been satisfied, and the time and 
date that the notification criteria were satisfied. 
[0021] In a fiirther embodiment of the present invention, the offline user responds to the 

notification of the online interaction by indicating whether the offline user will join the online 
interaction. The offline user's response is then reported to a user who is already online. 
[0022] In the context of chat rooms, the present invention notifies an offline user when activities 

in the chat room meet conditions set by the offline user. For instance, the offline user may desire 
notification when a particular chat room generates a certain amount of activity, as measured, for 
J ^ example, by the number of users logged into the chat room. As another example, the offline user 
Jrj may want to know when a particular user (or group of users) logs into a particular chat room. As 
I"" still another example, the offline user may wish to be apprised of general chat site events, such as 
m a special topic or forum being discussed, or a celebrity participating in a chat room discussion at 
IB a particular time. With notifications based on these types of conditions, the offline user no 
1"^ longer has to enter individual chat rooms and view the participant list to determine the number of 
participants and their names. 
[0023] In an alternative chat room implementation, the present invention enables an online user 

to initiate notification of an offline user. The present invention also enables the offline user to 
respond to the notification, indicating whether the offline user will join the online interaction. 
The present invention reports the offline user's response to the online user. 
[0024] Similarly, for game sites, the present invention notifies an offline player when certain 

conditions are met, such as when activity in a game reaches a certain level, when a high score 
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has been achieved by another player, or when another player against whom the offline player 
would like to compete enters the game site. This convenient notification therefore avoids the 
difficulties in arranging mutually acceptable playing times and more readily places players in 
contact with each other. 

[0025] In the context of an instant messaging service, the present invention notifies one or more 

buddies on a buddy list whenever one buddy logs on. After receiving this notification, an offline 
buddy can log on knowing that he will have someone with whom to exchange messages. In 
addition, the user who is already online does not have to interrupt his online session to attempt to 
contact other buddies by other communication means. 
[0026^^ In an embodiment of the instant messaging service implementation, the offline buddy 

I ^- responds to the notification by indicating whether the offline user will log onto the instant 

1(1 messaging service. This response is reported to the online buddy so that the online buddy knows 

, whether his buddies will be exchanging messages with him. 
[002'^ In the context of auction sites, the present invention notifies an offline user when 

ffl activities on the auction site meet conditions set by the offline user. For instance, the offline user 
may want notification when a bid is entered that exceeds a high bid of the offline user, or when 
interest in an auction reaches a certain level, as measured, for example, by the number of bids 
entered within a certain duration. As another example, the offline user may want notification 
when a particular item goes up for bid. As still another example, the offline user may wish to 
know when a particular bid closes, including who won the bid and the amount paid for the bid 
item. With these types of conditions set, the offline user is fireed fi*om having to monitor the 
auction site, and can instead be notified when particular events occur. This notification method 
promotes a more efficient and lively bidding process. 
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[0028] In an embodiment of the auction site implementation, the present invention receives a 

response from the offline user indicating whether the offline user will participate in the auction. 
For example, in response to a notification of being outbid, the offline user could submit a new 
higher bid to immediately carry on the auction process. 

[0029] The present invention also applies to calls made from one personal computer (PC) to 

another over a global computer network, such as Voice-over-Intemet-Protocol (VoIP) PC-to-PC 
calls. In this context, the present invention notifies an offiine user when the offline user receives 
an unanswered call to the offline user's personal computer. This fiinction is especially beneficial 
for users that have computers that are always online (e.g., computers connected by a Digital 
Subscriber Line). Although the computer is always onHne, the user may be away from it and 
I wish to receive notification when someone is attempting to call the user through the global 
m computer network. Having received the notification, the user can return to the computer to take 
the call. 

[0030] D In an embodiment of this online call implementation, the present invention receives a 

response from the offline user indicating whether the offline user will accept the online call. The 
present invention reports this response to the caller so that the caller knows whether to wait 
onhne until the offline user logs on and accepts the call. 

[0031] As used herein, the terms "online" and "offline" refer to whether a user is logged onto a 

global computer network through the user's personal computer and is available to participate in 
the online interaction. If a user is online, then the user can receive communications as part of the 
online interaction. For example, if a user is logged onto the Internet and into an instant 
messaging service, the user is online, meaning that the user is available to receive instant 
messaging communications. If a user is offline, then the user cannot receive communications as 
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part of the online interaction. For example, if the online interaction is instant messaging, then an 
offline user is either logged onto the Internet but not the instant messaging service, or is not 
logged onto the Internet at all. As another example, if the online interaction is a PC-to-PC call 
over the Internet, and a user is logged onto the Internet but is not in front of his computer, then 
the user is considered offline. 
[0032] Corresponding to these definitions, an offline communication, as used herein, refers to a 

communication by a means other than through the computer that the offline user would use to 
log onto the global computer network that is supporting the online interaction. Examples of 
these other means include telephone calls, off-hook and on-hook signaling to caller identification 
devices, messages to one-way pagers, and text messages to wireless access protocol devices and 
I n interactive pagers . 

[0033j|j An object of the present invention is to expand participation in online real-time 

■i interactions. 

[0034)1 Another object of the present invention is to facilitate communication between an online 

;2 user and an offline user of a global computer network. 

[003^ " Another object of the present invention is to notify an offline user of real-time 

interactions in which the offline user could participate. 

[0036] These and other objects, aspects, and advantages of the present invention are described in 

greater detail in the detailed description of the invention and the attached materials. Additional 
features and advantages of the invention will be set forth in the description that follows, will be 
apparent from the invention, or may be leamed by practicing the invention. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0037] Figure 1 is a schematic diagram of a system for notifying an offline global computer 

network user of online interactions, according to an embodiment of the present invention. 
[0038] Figure 2 is a flowchart outlining an exemplary method for notifying an offline global 

computer network user of online interactions, according to an embodiment of the present 

invention. 

[0039] Figure 3 is a schematic diagram of a system for notifying an offline global computer 

network user of online interactions related to a chat room, according to an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0040]^^ Figure 4 is a schematic diagram of a system for notifying an offline global computer 

Vf^ network user of online interactions related to an instant messaging service, according to an 
|i ij embodiment of the present invention. 

[0041] Figure 5 is a schematic diagram of a system for notifying an offline global computer 

ID network user of online interactions related to an auction site, according to an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0042^"" Figure 6 is a schematic diagram of a system for notifying an offline global computer 

network user of online interactions related to calls made over a global computer network, 
according to an embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
[0043] The present invention is a system and method for notifying an offline global computer 

network user of online interactions in which the offline user could participate. The online 
interactions are real-time communications in which the user is interested, including, for example, 
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chat rooms, game sites, instant messaging, auction sites, and calls made over a global computer 
network (such as VoIP PC-to-PC calls). 
[0044] Figure 1 illustrates a system 100 for notifying an offline global computer network user of 

online interactions, according to an embodiment of the present invention. As shown, system 100 
includes a service provider 102, a global computer network 104, users 106, database 108, and 
subscriber 110. 

[0045] Service provider 102 provides the notification service of the present invention, which 

involves monitoring activities of users 106 and sending communications to subscriber 1 10 to 
report certain activities. Service provider 102 is in communication with users 106 through global 
computer network 104, which could be the Internet, for example. 
[0046|11 Service provider 1 02 is also in communication with database 108, which includes 

lilj notification criteria and contact information for each subscriber to the service. The notification 
criteria define which activities service provider 102 is to report to subscriber 110. The contact 

W information defines how to communicate with subscriber 110 the type of device, such as a 
wireline telephone, pager, or interactive pager, and the telephone number or address of the 

^ device). Although shown as a separate component, database 108 could be a part of service 
provider 102. In addition, although for clarity the notification criteria is shown and described 
herein in the context of a single subscriber (subscriber 110), one of ordinary skill in the art would 
appreciate that database 108 could contain notification criteria for multiple subscribers, and that 
the occurrence of a single activity could result in the notification of several subscribers. For 
example, several fii ends of particular user may wish to know when that user logs into a 
particular chat room. 
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[0047] In an alternate embodiment, instead of both monitoring the activities of users 106 and 

reporting certain activities to subscriber 110, service provider 102 relies on another site 103 of 
global computer network 104 to monitor the activities of users 106. Site 103 and service 
provider 102 are in communication through global computer network 104. Site 103 is either a 
host of online interactions between one or more users, or is capable of monitoring other sites that 
host online interactions between one or more users. For example, site 103 could be a chat site, 
game site, or an instant messaging service. 
[0048] Site 103 has access to a database 109 that stores notification criteria and, perhaps, also 

contact information. If database 109 stores notification criteria only, then site 103 only reports to 
'I; service provider 102 that the criteria of a particular subscriber has been met. In that case, service 
11!^ provider 102 maintains contact information for that particular subscriber in database 108 and 
lU accesses that contact information to send a communication to the subscriber. If database 109 

stores both notification criteria and contact information, then site 103 can report to service 
19 provider 1 02 that the criteria of a particular siibscriber has been met, as well as provide the 
contact information necessary to reach the subscriber. 
[0049J Regardless of whether service provider 102 receives the contact information from site 

103 or accesses it fi*om database 108, service provider 102 handles communications to subscriber 
110. For this function, service provider 102 includes a conmiunication interface 112. As shown, 
communications interface 1 12 is adapted to facilitate communications to a variety of devices of 
subscriber 110, including, for example, a wireline telephone 1 16, a wireless telephone 1 18, a 
caller identification device 120 (e.g., a caller identification device that uses Advanced TR-30 On- 
hook signaling or ADSI off-hook signaling), a wireless access protocol (WAP) device 122, a 
pager 124a, and an interactive two-way pager 124b. 
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[0050] Although Figure 1 shows a simple communication link 114 between interface 112 and 

subscriber 110, one of ordinary skill in the art would appreciate that other communication 
network components are necessary for communication link 114, depending on the device used by 
subscriber 110. For example, in the case of wireline telephones or caller identification devices, 
communication link 1 14 could include a Public Switched Telephone Network (PSTN). For 
wireless telephones, the communication link could include a PSTN and a cellular network. 
Optionally, instead of a PSTN, communication link 114 could facilitate voice and video 
communication over a global computer network, such as VoIP using Transmission Control 
Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP). 
[0051^5 Figure 2 is a flowchart illustrating the operation of system 100, according to an 

J embodiment of the method of the present invention. As shown, the process begins with step 200, 
m in which subscriber 110 specifies notification criteria and contact information, which can be 
. stored in either or both of databases 108 and 109. The notification criteria establish the 
IB conditions under which subscriber 110 wants to be notified. For example, the criteria could 
^ dictate that service provider 102 contact subscriber 110 if another particular user logs into a chat 
room or instant messaging service. As another example, the criteria could specify that service 
provider 102 contact subscriber 110 if a certain number of users 106 log into a particular chat 
room. The discussion below addresses the specific implementations provided by different 
notification criteria. 

[0052] The contact information specifies the communication means by which service provider 

102 is to contact subscriber 110. The contact information could include a single means for 
contacting subscriber 110, for example, by telephone. The contact information could also 
include multiple means for contacting subscriber 110 and an order in which to attempt the 
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different means. For example, the contact information could require that service provider 102 try 
to contact subscriber 110 first by a wireline telephone, then by an interactive two-way pager, and 
finally by a caller identification device. Service provider 102 would try each method until 
successfixUy reaching subscriber 1 10 or until all methods have been unsuccessfully attempted. 
[0053] As an alternative embodiment, the contact information could include passcode protection 

based on the means used to contact subscriber 110. Each contact information entry in database 
108 would specify whether subscriber 110 must supply a passcode before receiving the 
notification, i.e., whether passcode protection is enabled or disabled. Each entry would also 
specify what the passcode is. This passcode protection is useful for telephone notifications, 
especially in situations in which a subscriber shares a telephone. Thus, for example, if subscriber 

ri 110 shares a wireline telephone and wants to be notified about activity on a Romance Chat Site, 

j|j requiring the passcode before delivering the notification can prevent others who share subscriber 
1 lO's wireline telephone fi*om learning about subscriber 1 lO's personal matters. For situations in 

K which others are unlikely to receive the notification, the passcode protection can be disabled. 

^ For example, notification via a wireless telephone would probably not require the passcode 
protection because subscriber 110 typically has the wireless telephone in his possession and is 
the only one to use it. 

[0054] With the notification criteria and contact information established, the method continues in 

step 202 by monitoring the activities of users 106 occurring on global computer network 104. 
Service provider 102 can directly monitor the activities occurring on global computer network 
104 by hosting those activities {e.g., operating a chat room or instant messaging service). 
Service provider 102 can also monitor the activities by receiving status updates fi*om operators 
running those activities, such as site 103. 
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[0055] In step 204, the activities occurring over global computer network 104 are compared to 

the notification criteria. Thus, service provider 102 or site 103 compares the activities occurring 
on global computer network 104 to the notification criteria defined in database 108 or database 
109, respectively. This comparison can occur periodically or continuously. If the comparison 
determines that the activities occurring on global computer network 104 do not satisfy the 
notification criteria, then the process returns to step 202 to continue monitoring global computer 
network 104. 

[0056] If, in step 204, the activities occurring on global computer network 104 satisfy the 

notification criteria, then in step 206 the contact information of subscriber 1 10 is retrieved. If the 

=y contact information is stored in database 109, then site 103 retrieves the contact information and 
forwards it to service provider 102. If the contact information of subscriber 1 10 is stored in its 

'^J own database 108, then service provider 102 retrieves the contact information from database 

T 108. 

[0051}] Based on the contact information, service provider 102 configures communication 

I'D interface 1 12 to contact subscriber 110 in step 208. For example, if subscriber 1 10 has specified 
that service provider 102 send notification via subscriber 1 lO's mobile interactive two-way pager 
124b, then communication interface 112 prepares an e-mail message to send to the address of 
two-way pager 124b. 

[0058] In step 210, service provider 102 forwards a communication to subscriber 110 reporting 

that online activities have satisfied subscriber 1 lO's notification criteria. Thus, for example, if 
the notification criteria for subscriber 1 10 dictates that service provider 102 contact subscriber 
110 when a particular user of users 106 enters a chat room, and that user does enter the chat 
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room, then service provider 102 sends a message to subscriber 1 12 stating that the particular user 
has entered the chat room. 
[0059] Finally, in step 212, subscriber 1 10 responds to the notification fi*om service provider 

102. This response may simply involve logging onto a computer 126 in communication with 
global computer netv^ork 104, and participating in the activity for which service provider 102 
sent the notification. Alternatively, according to specific implementations of the present 
invention, the response may involve returning a message to service provider 102 to be forwarded 
to users 106 connected to global computer network 104. These return messages vary, depending 
on the means by which subscriber 110 was notified. 
[0060]y For example, if service provider 102 places a telephone call to subscriber 1 10 to report 

satisfaction of the notification criteria, then conmiunication interface 112 of service provider 102 
id could provide an interactive voice response unit (IVRU) that accepts a response from subscriber 
- 110. By pressing the number pads on a touch-tone telephone, subscriber 110 could return one of 
m the following exemplary messages: 1) will log in 5 minutes, or 2) cannot log on now. Service 
'B provider 102 would then send the response of subscriber 110 through global computer network 
104 to users 106, for display on the computers of users 106. In this manner, service provider 102 
notifies users 106 as to whether subscriber 110 will be joining them in the online activity. 
[0061] As another example, if service provider 102 communicates with subscriber 110 using a 

WAP-enabled device or an interactive two-way pager, then subscriber 110 could return a 
response using the text entry features of the device. Optionally, the message to subscriber 1 1 0 
could include means for responding with pre-vmtten, standard responses. In any case, service 
provider 102 would forward the message fi*om subscriber 1 10 to users 106. 
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[0062] As another example, if service provider 102 communicates with subscriber 110 using the 

display of a caller identification device, then subscriber 1 10 could return a response using off- 
hook interactive signaling, such as with Analog Display Service Interface (ADSI) devices, as 
defined by TELCORDIA™. The following publication describes ADSI and is hereby 
incorporated by reference in its entirety: Telcordia TR-NWT-002173, Generic Requirements for 
a SPCS to Customer Premises Equipment ( CPE) Data Interface for Analog Display Services^ 
(ADSI FR-12), 1996. 

[0063] Through an ADSI display device, service provider 102 can display the notification text to 

subscriber 110 and can also provide reply softkeys by which subscriber 110 can respond. The 
reply soflkeys correspond to buttons six buttons on a device) on the device that subscriber 
J 110 can press to choose options. Thus, for example, on the display screen of the caller ID 
1^1 (ADSI) device, subscriber 100 might see the following notification text message and reply 
„ " options: "Joe Chef logged into Cooking Chat Room 336 on August 9* at 10:46 a.m. Choose a 
in reply button: [1] Will log on soon; [2] Can not log on; or [3] I want to type a message.'' 
ifi Subscriber 110 would then press button 1 , 2, or 3 to select the desired option. 
[0064f^ If subscriber 110 chooses to return a custom text message (softkey 3), then service 

provider 102 updates the display of the ADSI device to prompt the user to enter text. To enter 
text, subscriber 110 can use either the dial pad of the telephone or a separate keyboard, 
depending upon the capabilities of the particular ADSI device. Service provider 102 also then 
provides new softkey fianctions that enable text entry and message deliver, such as *1)ackspace," 
"next line," "send message," and "cancel." Subscriber 110 presses the corresponding buttons to 
execute these functions. 
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[0065] Figure 3 illustrates a specific implementation of the present invention in which a chat site 

330 monitors chat rooms against notification criteria set by subscriber 310. If the criteria are 
satisfied, chat site 330 forwards a message to subscriber 310 through global computer network 
304 and service provider 302. The criteria in this example include: 1) the number of users 
logged into a particular chat room exceeds a preset amount, and 2) a particular user logs into the 
chat room. Although this specific implementation is described in terms of chat rooms, the 
criteria and processes apply to any global computer network site (e.g., web site) that facilitates 
real-time online interactions between two or more users. Game sites are another example of 
these types of sites. 

[0066]D As shown in Figure 3, in this example, chat site 330 hosts chat rooms devoted to 

l^t gardening 332, jogging 334, and cooking 336. Chat site 330 is in communication with a 

database 308 that stores the notification criteria specified by subscriber 310. The notification 
f " criteria specify activities about which subscriber 3 1 0 would like to be notified, including the 
ig name of a chat room, the activities related to the chat room tiiat trigger notification, and the 
W messages that are sent to subscriber 3 1 0 to describe the occurrence of the various activities. 

Database 308 also stores contact information for subscriber 3 1 0, which includes the devices by 

which to reach subscriber 310, the addresses or telephone numbers of those devices, and the 

order in which to try the devices. 
[0067] In this example, subscriber 310 is interested in gardening chat room 332 and cooking chat 

room 336. For both chat rooms, subscriber 3 1 0 has requested notification if more than 1 0 users 

log in, presumably indicating a lively and worthwhile discussion. The message to be delivered 

to subscriber 1 10 in these instances describes the chat room as active. 

19 



[0068] Subscriber 310 is also interested in communicating with or simply observing to particular 

users, who perhaps may have special expertise in the chat room topic or may just be entertaining 
in some way. Thus, for gardening chat room 332, subscriber 3 10 has requested notification if the 
user, "Joe Weed," logs in. Similarly, for cooking chat room 336, subscriber 310 has requested 
notification if the user, "Joe Chef," logs in. The message to be delivered to subscriber 1 10 in 
these instances states that the particular user has entered the chat room. 
[0069] With the notification criteria defined, chat site 330 monitors chat rooms 332 and 336 as 

online users 106 enter and exit the rooms. Whenever a trigger from the notification criteria is 
met, chat site 330 notifies service provider 302 of the event. In notifying service provider 302, 
chat site 330 provides an identification of subscriber 310 (e.g. , a user name), a message to give 
I ^ subscriber 310, and the method by which to reach subscriber 3 1 0. Chat site 330 determines the 
id subscriber identification and message from the notification criteria of database 308. Chat site 

330 determines the method by which to reach subscriber 310 from the contact information stored 
m in database 308. 

[0070|f Thus, in this example, if Joe Chef logs into cooking chat room 336, chat site 330 provides 

service provider 302 with the user name of subscriber 310, the message "Joe Chef is in cooking 
chat room," and the telephone number (770-555-0000) of subscriber 31 0's wireline telephone. 
Chat site 330 can also pass along the alternate methods of reaching subscriber 310 (z.e., by 
wireless telephone and interactive pager) in case a call to subscriber 310' s wireline telephone is 
unsuccessful. 

[0071] After service provider 302 receives notification of the triggering event from chat site 330, 

service provider 302 uses interface 312 to prepare a communication to subscriber 310. The 
content of this communication is the message that was retrieved from the notification criteria of 
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database 308. Communication interface 312 configures the message in a format compatible with 
the device of subscriber 310 with which service provider 302 is communicating. 

Continuing this example, service provider 302 delivers the message, "Joe Chef is in 
cooking chat room," to the wireline telephone of subscriber 310. Communication interface 312 
therefore converts the text retrieved from database 308 into speech. Once converted, 
communication interface 312 places a telephone call to the wireHne telephone of subscriber 310 
and plays the audio message. 

In addition to delivering the audio message, this embodiment provides subscriber 3 1 0 
with options for responding to the message. Accordingly, communication interface 312 provides 
an interactive voice response unit with which subscriber 310 can interact using a touch-tone 
telephone. These responses would be appropriate in situations in which subscriber 310 has a 
relationship with Joe Chef, as opposed to being strangers to one another. In this manner, Joe 
Chef would be interested in knowing whether his friend, subscriber 310, will be joining him 
online. 

Thus, in this example, after playing the audio message, communication interface 312 
offers three options 338 for responding: 1) will log on soon; 2) cannot log on; or 3) leave a voice 
message. If subscriber 310 chooses options 1 or 2, service provider 302 delivers the 
corresponding message to Joe Chef via global computer network 304. So as not to confuse Joe 
Chef, in addition to reporting the intentions of subscriber 310, the message can also explain that 
subscriber 310 has a notification service that notifies subscriber 310 whenever his buddies log on 
to global computer network 304 or enter a particular chat room. Joe Chef would understand that 
his entering cooking chat room 336 sent a notification to subscriber 310 to which subscriber 310 
responded. 
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[0075] If subscriber 3 1 0 chooses option 3 , then service provider 302 records a voice message 

from subscriber 310 and delivers the message to Joe Chef. The message is, again, prefaced with 
an explanation of v^hy Joe Chef is receiving the message. The message can be delivered as a 
voice or text communication. For voice communication, the hardware of service provider 302 
and Joe Chef is compatible with voice protocols over global computer network 304 (e.g., VoIP). 
For text communication, service provider 302 has speech-to-text capabilities. 

[0076] The reply message from subscriber 310, whether from option 1, 2, or 3, can be delivered 

in any number of ways. For example, service provider 302 could broadcast subscriber 3 lO's 
reply in cooking chat room 336 or somewhere else on chat site 330. This dehvery method would 
enable other chat users to see subscriber 3 lO's reply. As a more private option, service provider 
302 could send a text message to Joe Chef using an instant messaging service. Joe Chef would, 

i: ; S 

l y of course, have to have his instant messaging service activated to receive subscriber 3 lO's reply 
message. As another option, if Joe Chef subscribes to service provider 302's notification 
service, then service provider 302 could send Joe Chef a notification as described herein, in 
accordance with the method by v^ich Joe Chef elected to receive notifications. 
[0077f In the above embodiment of Figure 3, a triggering event specified in database 308 

initiates the notification to subscriber 310. In an alternate embodiment of the present invention, 
the users 306 logged into a chat room initiate the notification. Specifically, users 306 forward a 
message to subscriber 310 requesting that subscriber 310 log into a particular chat room. Users 
306 can create this message through global computer network 304 using cooperative software 
provisioned at users 106 and chat site 330 or service provider 302. Service provider 302 delivers 
the message to subscriber 310 and returns a response from subscriber 3 1 0 to users 1 06, as 
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described above for the triggering-event embodiment. The response tells users 106 whether 
subscriber 310 will accept their invitation and join them online in the particular chat room. 
[0078] In this alternate embodiment, users 306 do not have to subscribe to service provider 302 

to initiate the notification. Instead, users 306 trigger notifications using the notification service 
of existing subscribers. Accordingly, database 308 contains a list of subscribers to the 
notification service. Database 308 marks each subscriber in the list to indicate whether the 
subscriber authorizes chat site 330 to list the user's name on chat site 330 and to allow any user 
to notify the subscriber and ask the subscriber to log into a chat room. Chat site 330 accesses 
database 308, retrieves the subscribers that are marked as receptive to notifications from any 
user, and lists those subscribers on chat site 300. Users 306 can then peruse the list of 
y subscribers and select any or all of the subscribers in the list to send notifications requesting that 
m the subscribers join the online chat room interaction. In selecting subscribers to notify, software 

provisioned at users 106, chat site 330, or service provider 302 could restrict users 306 to 
I'O sending pre-written messages, or, optionally, could allow users 306 to send customized 
messages. 

[0079f In another alternate embodiment of the present invention, instead of specifying as a 

triggering event the entry of a single user into a chat room, subscriber 310 could designate a 
triggering event to be the entry of any one of a group of users into a chat room. For example, 
subscriber 310 may have a buddy list containing users with which he regularly exchanges 
messages through an instant messaging service. In this case, subscriber 310 could request 
notification fi-om service provider 302 if any one of those buddies enters a particular chat room. 
The message retrieved firom database 308 would tell subscriber 310 which of the buddies had 
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entered the chat room. Service provider 302 would send the notification each time that a buddy 
enters the particular chat room. 
[0080] Figure 4 illustrates a specific implementation of the present invention in which an instant 

messaging service provider 402 notifies offline subscribers when a buddy firom the offline 
subscribers' buddy lists logs onto the instant messaging service. Specifically, users C and D 
want to be notified when user A, who is listed on both buddy lists of users C and D, logs into the 
instant messaging service. In this manner, service provider 402 can alert offline subscribers to 
online interactions in which they can participate. The notification that this implementation 
provides adds significant value to an instant messaging service by increasing the possibility that 
"i; buddies will connect with each other online. 
[OOSlJr; In this implementation, user A logs onto the instant messaging service through a 

llj computer 450 in communication with service provider 402 through global computer network 
. 404. As part of the instant messaging service, service provider 402 retrieves fi'om database 408 
W user A's buddy list 45 1 , which in this case contains users B, C, and D. Service provider 402 also 
J2 determines the online/offline status of each of the users on the buddy list. In this context, online 
' " and offline refer to whether or not a user is logged into the instant messaging service. 
[0082] Service provider 402 then sends the buddy list and online/offline statuses to computer 

450 of user A. Computer 450 displays buddy list 451 in a window 452, indicating which users 
are online and which are offline. In this example, user B is online and ready to exchange instant 
messages. Users C and D are offline. 
[0083] At the same time service provider 402 is sending buddy list 45 1 to user A, service 

provider 402 also consults database 408 to determine which users have requested to be notified 
when user A logs onto the instant messaging service. Service provider 402 therefore checks the 
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notification criteria for every subscriber, looking for a listing of user A. As shown, the user C 
buddy list and notification criteria 453 and the user D buddy list and notification criteria 454 
both list user A. 

[0084] In accordance with notification criteria 453 and 454, service provider 402 prepares a 

message to be sent to users C and D. The message reports that user A has logged onto the instant 
messaging service. Service provider 402 also retrieves the contact information 455 for user C 
and the contact information 456 for user D. In this example, user D has requested to be notified 
through a WAP device 460 at the address, "userc@wap.com." User C has requested to be 
notified through an interactive two-way pager 462 at the address, userd@xyz.com. 
[0085]Jf Optionally, while service provider 402 is preparing to send messages to offline users C 

I ^ and D, service provider 402 also sends a message to user A indicating that the buddies of user A 
W\ are being notified that user A has just logged on, 
[0086] Service provider 402 configures communication interface 412 in accordance with the 

IB device to which it is sending the message. In this case, interface 412 prepares an e-mail message 
W 464 to send to the addresses of users C and D (z.e., userc@wap.com and userd@xyz.com, 

respectively). As an example, e-mail message 464 could include text such as, "User A is using 
instant messaging." 

[0087] Similar to the response options provided by the IVRU in the example of Figure 3, the e- 

mail message in this example could include options for responding to the notification. For 
instance, e-mail message 464 includes two automatic responses: 1) will log on, and 2) cannot 
log on. Thus, after learning that user A has logged into the instant messaging service and is 
available to exchange messages, offline users C and D can decide if they want to join user A and 
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can inform user A of their intentions. In this example, user C decides to join user A onKne and 
chooses option L User D is unable to go online and therefore chooses option 2. 
[0088] Service provider 402 receives the responses of users C and D and forwards them through 

global computer network 404 to the computer 450 of user A. Service provider 402 displays the 
responses by updating user A's instant messaging buddy list, as shown in window 466. In 
accordance with their responses, user C's status indicates that user C will be online soon and user 
D's status indicates that user D is offline and cannot log on. 
[0089] Optionally, in addition to the "canned" responses represented by options 1 and 2, service 

provider 402 allows users C and D to respond to e-mail message 464 with customized messages. 
In this manner, service provider 402 can pass a message to user A to handle situations not 
I ^ covered by the canned responses. For example, user D may have a pressing need to exchange 
^ messages with user A, but may not be able to immediately log on. Thus, user D could forward 
f" the following customized message to user A: "I have an important issue to discuss with you, but 
m I can't log on right now. Meet me online tonight at 8:00 PM." Service provider 402 would 
ffl display this message on the computer 450 of user A, for example, in a section of window 466, 
i"^ separate from user A's buddy list. The displayed message would indicate who the sender is 
user D). 

[0090] As another option, service provider 402 supports an exchange between offline users and 

online users. In this way, user A can respond to a customized message from an offline user. 
Thus, continuing the example immediately above, user A could respond to user D with the 
message, "Can't meet at 8:00 PM - how about 9:00 PM?" Service provider 402 would receive 
this message through global computer network 404 and would forward it to user D using 
communication interface 412, in the same way that e-mail message 464 was originally 
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forwarded. User D could then respond with another customized message that ends the exchange: 
"Meeting at 9:00 PM is fine." 
[0091] Although this exemplary exchange is with an interactive pager 462, communication 

interface 412 could support these exchanges for offline users using other devices, such as 
wireline and wireless telephones. Of course, with these other devices, communication interface 
412 would use well-known technologies to translate between online communication and 
whatever form of communication the offline user is using. For example, if the offline user 
provides an audio customized message over a wireline telephone, communication interface 412 
could include a speech-to-text converter that enables service provider 402 to deliver a text 
message to the online user. Or, as another example, communication interface 412 could record 
Vf, the offline user's audio message in a digital audio file (e.g., WAVE file format or MP3 format), 
llj which service provider 402 would deliver to the onhne user for playing on the online user's 
. computer, 

[0092l|B Figure 5 illustrates a specific implementation of the present invention in which an auction 

site 530 monitors auctions against notification criteria set by subscriber 510. If the criteria are 
^ satisfied, auction site 530 forwards a message to subscriber 510 through global computer 
network 504 and service provider 502. The criteria in this example include: 1) entry of a bid 
that exceeds the subscriber's currently high bid, and 2) the number of bids submitted within a 
certain duration exceeds a preset amount. Thus, in this example, service provider 502 notifies 
subscriber 510 when the subscriber has been outbid in an interactive onhne auction or when 
activity increases in an interactive online auction. 

[0093] As shown in Figure 5, in this example, auction site 530 is hosting a vase auction 532 and 

a lamp auction 534. Auction site 530 is in communication with a database 508 that stores the 
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notification criteria specified by subscriber 510, related to the auctions 532 and 534. The 
notification criteria specify activities about which subscriber 510 would like to be notified, 
including the name of the particular auction, the activities related to the auction that trigger 
notification, and the messages that are sent to subscriber 510 to describe the occurrence of the 
various activities. Database 508 also stores contact information for subscriber 510, which 
specifies how to reach subscriber 510. 
[0094] In this example, subscriber 510 wants to participate in vase auction 532 and lamp auction 

534. For both auctions, subscriber 510 has requested notification if another user of users 506 
outbids a high bid of the subscriber 510. In these instances, the message to be delivered to 
subscriber 510 identifies the pertinent auction and informs subscriber 510 of the new high bid. 
\ ^ The message could also indicate the amount of the new high bid. 
[0095jfj Subscriber 510 is also interested in observing or participating in auctions that are 

r" receiving many bids. Subscriber 510 may want to monitor the auction to formulate strategies 
ffi about submitting bids closer to the bid deadline. Or, subscriber 5 1 0 may be selling the item in 
ffi the auction, and wish to be notified when his auction is generating much activity. In any case, 
^ for lamp auction 534, subscriber 510 has requested notification if more than five bids are 

submitted in an hour. The message to be delivered to subscriber 1 10 in this instance states that 
the particular auction is active. 
[0096] With the notification criteria defined, auction site 530 monitors auctions 532 and 534 as 

online users 506 submit bids. Whenever a trigger from the notification criteria is met, auction 
site 530 notifies service provider 502 of the event. In notifying service provider 502, auction site 
530 provides an identification of subscriber 510 {e,g., a user name), a message to give subscriber 
5 1 0, and the method by which to reach subscriber 510. Auction site 530 determines the 
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subscriber identification and message from the notification criteria of database 508. Auction site 
530 determines the method by which to reach subscriber 510 from the contact information stored 
in database 508. 

[0097] Thus, in this example, if subscriber 510's high bid in vase auction 532 is beat by another 

bid from users 506, then auction site 530 provides service provider 502 with the user name of 
subscriber 510, the message "You've been outbid in vase auction," and the telephone number 
(770-555-0000) of subscriber 510's wireline telephone. After service provider 502 receives 
notification of the triggering event from auction site 530, service provider 502 uses interface 512 
to prepare a communication to subscriber 510. The content of this communication is the 
=0 message that was retrieved from the notification criteria of database 508. Communication 
J J=J interface 5 1 2 configures the message in a format compatible with the device of subscriber 5 1 0, 
JJl /.e., a wireline telephone. This configuration therefore involves converting the text ("You've 

been outbid in vase auction") retrieved from database 508 into speech. Once converted, 
In communication interface 512 places a telephone call to the wireline telephone of subscriber 510 
Wj and plays the audio message. 
[0098)"" In addition to delivering the audio message, this embodiment provides subscriber 510 

with options for responding to the message. Accordingly, communication interface 512 provides 
an interactive voice response unit with which subscriber 510 can interact using a touch-tone 
telephone. These responses inform the new high bidder of the intentions of the previous high 
bidder (/.e., subscriber 510). In this manner, the new high bidder can find out almost 
immediately whether the previous high bidder will respond with another new high bid. 
[0099] To educate the new high bidder about this service feature, this embodiment delivers a 

message through auction site 530 to the new high bidder shortly after the new high bidder 
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submits the new high bid. As an example, service provider 502 could display the follov^ing 
message: "The high bidder that you have just outbid subscribes to a service that provides 
instantaneous offline notification of your new high bid. Please stand by online for a few minutes 
to see if the displaced high bidder will respond to your new high bid. With both of you onUne, 
the interactive online auction process will be more entertaining and efficient. Thank you." 
[00100] As another option, instead of having the new higher bidder stand by to see if subscriber 

510 responds to the new high bid, service provider 502 could solicit the new high bidder to 
subscribe to the notification service. By registering for the service, the new higher bidder could 
go offline and accomplish other tasks without waiting to see if he is outbid. In subscribing to the 
notification service, service provider 502 would automatically notify the new high bidder when 
he is outbid. 

[OOlOjfl As an example, service provider 502 could display on auction site 530 the following 

. message to the new high bidder (who is not a subscriber): "Now that you are the high bidder, 
ID would you like us to monitor the auction and automatically notify you by telephone, pager, or 
W other means, if you are outbid?" If the new high bidder chooses to sign up, then service provider 
502 presents a registration screen that collects the information {e.g,, notification criteria and 
contact information) that is stored in database 508. The new high bidder is then a subscriber to 
the notification service. 

[00102] After playing the audio message to subscriber 5 1 0 notifying subscriber 510 that he has 

been outbid, communication interface 512 offers three options 538 for responding: 1) will log 
on; 2) cannot log on; or 3) submit a new high bid. Assuming that the new higher bidder chooses 
to stand by (rather than subscribing to the notification service), if subscriber 510 chooses options 
1 or 2, service provider 502 delivers the corresponding message to the new high bidder (who is 
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one of users 506) via global computer network 504. Thus, the new high bidder knows whether 
or not to wait for subscriber 510 to log on. 
[00103] If subscriber 510 chooses option 3, then the interactive voice response unit of service 

provider 502 asks subscriber 510 to enter a new high bid amount using the touch-tone key pads 
of the wireline telephone. Service provider 502 then indicates that subscriber 510 is, once again, 
the high bidder. Having remained onKne pending subscriber 510's response, the previous high 
bidder (of users 506) receives notification that subscriber 510 is again the high bidder. Service 
provider 502 provides this notification either by updating auction site 530 with the identification 
of the new high bidder or by sending a message directly to the previous high bidder (of users 
^0 506) through global computer network 504. Of course, the process will continue if the previous 
j ^ high bidder then submits a new high bid exceeding subscriber 5 1 0's second bid. 
[OOlOfi Figure 6 illustrates a specific implementation of the present invention in which a service 

provider notifies an offline subscriber when the subscriber has received an unanswered PC-to-PC 
rn call to the network address of the subscriber's computer. Service provider 602 is in 
m communication with database 608, which contains notification criteria 660 and contact 
1=^^ information 662 for the subscriber. In this example, notification criteria 660 specifies that the 
subscriber will be notified about unanswered VoIP calls. Contact information 662 indicates that 
the subscriber is to be notified via an interactive pager having the address subscriber@xyz.com. 
[00105] In accordance with notification criteria 660, service provider 602 monitors global 

computer network 604 for VoIP calls to the network address of subscriber computer 626. If 
computer 626 does not answer a VoIP call fi-om user A, service provider 602 prepares a message 
to be sent to the subscriber. The message reports that user A has attempted a VoIP PC to PC call 
to the subscriber. Service provider 602 also retrieves the subscriber contact information 662. 
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[00106] Optionally, while service provider 602 is preparing to send a message to the offline 

subscriber, service provider 602 also sends a message to user A indicating that service provider 
602 is contacting the called party (subscriber 61 0) to see if the called party v^ill log on to accept 
the VoIP call. 

[00107] Service provider 602 configures communication interface 612 in accordance v^ith the 

device to which it is sending the message. In this case, interface 612 prepares an e-mail message 
664 to send to the address of the subscriber's interactive pager 610 {i.e., subscriber@xyz.com). 
As an example, e-mail message 664 could include the text, "You've received a VoIP call." The 
text could also identify the calling party. 
[0010S| E-mail message 664 also includes options for responding to the notification. For 

J^- instance, e-mail message 664 includes two automatic responses: 1) will log on, and 2) cannot 

log on. Thus, after learning that user A wants to conduct a VoIP call, the offline subscriber 
„ chooses an option to indicate whether he plans to log on and accept the call. Service provider 
m 602 receives the subscriber's choice and forwards a corresponding message through global 
' B computer network 604 for display on the computer 601 of user A. In this manner, user A knows 
whether to wait online for the subscriber to log in and accept the call. 
[00109] Optionally, in addition to the "canned" responses represented by options 1 and 2, service 

provider 602 may allow the subscriber to respond to e-mail message 664 with customized 
messages. With this feature, service provider 602 can pass a message to user A to handle 
situations not covered by the canned responses. For example, the subscriber may want to take 
the call at a later time. Along these lines, subscriber 610 could forward the following customized 
message to user A: "Can't talk now. Call me back at 5 :00 PM when I' 11 be online." Service 
provider 602 would display this message on the computer 601 of user A. 
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[00110] As another option, service provider 602 supports an exchange between offline users and 

online users. In this way, user A can respond to a customized message from the offline 
subscriber. Thus, continuing the example immediately above, user A could respond to 
subscriber 610 with the message, "Sounds good - talk to you then." Service provider 602 would 
receive this message through global computer network 604 and would forward it to the 
subscriber's interactive pager 610 using communication interface 612, in the same way that e- 
mail message 664 was originally forwarded. 
[00111] Thus, in effect, the present invention facilitates instant messaging between offline 

subscribers and online users (non-subscribers). By converting offline subscriber responses (e.g., 
•g text, touch-tone selection, or caller identification device sofl;key selection) to an instant message 
J ^ and presenting that converted message, the present invention serves as a conduit for 
offline/online instant messaging. 
[001121 Although this specification describes the present invention in the context of chat rooms, 

m game sites, instant messaging services, auction sites, and calls over a global computer network, 
ra one of ordinary skill in the art would appreciate that the present invention is equally applicable to 
other online interactions as well. For this reason, and notwithstanding the particular benefits 
associated with using the present invention for the described online interactions, the system and 
method described herein should be considered broadly useful for any situation in which an 
offline user desires notification of online interactions. 

[001 13] In describing representative embodiments of the present invention, the specification may 

have presented the method and/or process of the present invention as a particular sequence of 
steps. However, to the extent that the method or process does not rely on the particular order of 
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steps set forth herein, the method or process should not be Hmited to the particular sequence of 
steps described. As one of ordinary skill in the art would appreciate, other sequences of steps 
may be possible. Therefore, the particular order of the steps set forth in the specification should 
not be construed as limitations on the claims. In addition, the claims directed to the method 
and/or process of the present invention should not be limited to the performance of their steps in 
the order written, unless that order is explicitly described as required by the description of the 
process in the specification. Otherwise, one skilled in the art can readily appreciate that the 
sequences may be varied and still remain within the spirit and scope of the present invention. 

The foregoing disclosure of embodiments of the present invention has been presented for 
purposes of illustration and description. It is not intended to be exhaustive or to limit the 
invention to the precise forms disclosed. Many variations and modifications of the embodiments 
described herein will be obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art in light of the above 
disclosure. The scope of the invention is to be defined only by the claims appended hereto, and 
by their equivalents. 
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